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Web 2.0 is known as the participatory web. Some call it 
the user-generated or even user-
centred web. Others say it is the data-
driven web. The descriptions are as 
varied as its definitions. Tim O’Reilly, the 
man credited with coining the term 
web 2.0, has defined it as ‘the business 
revolution in the computer industry 
caused by the move to the internet as 
platform’. Wikipedia, one of the great 
examples of web 2.0 at work, says it 
‘refers to a perceived second-
generation of web-based services’. 
It is difficult to pin down any single, 
simple explanation. Perhaps this is 
because the term web 2.0 covers such a 
wide range of applications, including 
blogs, mashups, wikis and feeds to 
social bookmarking, social networking 
and media sharing sites. Increasingly, 
they are now also being applied to rural 
development in ACP countries.
The Web2forDev conference, the first 
to focus on the use of web 2.0 in a 
development context, was held at the 
headquarters of the UN Food and 
Agriculture Organization in Rome in 
September 2007. Nearly 400 people 
from more than 60 countries attended 
the conference to discuss topics such as 
sharing knowledge in the digital age,  
e-agriculture in Pacific communities 
and using social software to connect 
geographically dispersed teams. 
A recurring theme at the conference 
was the collaborative aspect of web 2.0. 
In fact, one of the keynote speakers, 
Ethan Zuckerman of Global Voices, has 
come up with his own name for it. He 
calls it the ‘read / write web’ because, as 
well as viewing websites, anyone with 
internet access can now create their 
own content and tailor pages to suit 
their own particular needs. In his 
address, he summed up the opinion of 
many conference participants regarding 
the importance of web 2.0 in 
development. ‘It’s not about the tools’, 
he said, ‘it’s about the people they 
connect’.
Leading the way
This ability to connect and exchange 
information offers many new 
opportunities, especially for small 
NGOs. They can now link up with each 
other on social networking sites such as 
Facebook. They can find useful, relevant 
documents more easily on social 
bookmarking sites, and can work 
together to develop their own 
information materials using wikis and 
other file-sharing applications. Training 
manuals can now be updated 
continually and cost effectively without 
having to make costly reprints. 
Photographs, videos and audio files can 
be accessed and shared, although this 
might be difficult without access to a 
broadband connection.
Access remains the main limitation, 
not only to web 2.0, but to the internet 
in general. While research institutes, 
universities and NGOs in large cities can 
connect to each other, it is still 
extremely difficult for their target 
audiences in rural areas to access 
information on the web. In the coming 
years improvements in mobile phone 
technology might help to connect 
many more people, as would the 
further development of systems to 
provide internet access via television, 
but both of these still require large 
investments from corporations and 
governments. Unfortunately, many 
poor countries don’t have the necessary 
funds, or don’t regard improving 
internet connectivity in rural areas as a 
priority. Even if they did, it would still 
take some years before the many small 
towns and villages are linked up and 
have the resources to take full 
advantage of the world wide web.
Yet there are still many examples of 
organizations that remain undeterred 
by this immense challenge and are 
working hard to bring the internet, and 
web 2.0 technology, to agricultural 
communities. A few of them were 
present at the Web2forDev conference 
and share their experiences in this issue. 
Also featured are the stories of three 
organizations that have been 
promoting ICT for development for 
many years already. Euforic, 
Development Gateway and rabble 
explain how they made the transition to 
web 2.0 and the challenges they faced 
along the way. Plus, as this subject 
comes with its own unique jargon, a 
specially extended TechTip explains the 
terminology and technology behind 
the ‘new’ web. 
But for all of these pioneers, new and 
established, the concern is less with the 
technical definitions and more with its 
practical uses. It is their inspiring 
stories that just might make the 
difference when it comes to using web 
2.0 for development. ■
It’s about the people
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P roviding information to rural communities is a complex task. 
Farmers, for example, require content 
that covers many different areas – 
agricultural practices, weather and soil 
information, finance and marketing. 
Availability of information is not the 
problem. Research institutions, 
government departments, businesses 
and individuals are contributing and 
making their knowledge available. The 
problem is that the methods used to 
spread this information are generally 
ineffective. And it is difficult to reach 
agricultural communities, dispersed 
over large geographical areas often 
with limited or no internet 
connectivity. 
connection, then bringing technology 
to rural areas will still take many years. 
It is a simple fact that owning or 
having access to a computer requires 
investment. Providing broadband 
connectivity to the farthest corners of 
rural areas is expensive, and will also 
take a long time. But mobile phones 
are already very popular and their use 
is increasing rapidly. Televisions can be 
found in most parts of the world these 
days too. If we could somehow 
combine both of these, plus radio, with 
web 2.0 technology, then the task of 
bringing information closer to rural 
people would certainly be much easier.
Web 2.0 cannot yet address the 
question of literacy, however. But the 
information from syndicated feeds and 
mashups could also be broadcast on 
radio or TV. That would certainly help 
illiterate people but it would still 
require a combination of different 
communication technologies, and the 
development of appropriate application 
systems to simplify the process.
But it is the collaborative aspect of 
web 2.0 that provides its real strength. 
Information is no longer only one-way, 
from the top down to rural 
populations. Farmers have the 
possibility to contribute to the pool of 
information, submitting data specific to 
their areas that would otherwise be 
very difficult to collect. Details of the 
crops grown or cultivated by a 
particular community, for example, can 
now be transmitted by mobile phone to 
a computer application. This 
application, which also captures market 
trends, can be used to analyze supply 
and demand data. If this information is 
transmitted back, either by mobile 
phone, computer or television and radio, 
farmers can then plan which crops to 
plant in the forthcoming season to 
ensure they get the best prices. They can 
also ensure that there is no over-
production of a particular crop in one 
area, while another faces a shortage and 
they are not left holding a harvest 
where there might be a demand. 
The technology needed to achieve 
these goals already exists, and we are 
now learning how to use it. The main 
task ahead is for those research 
institutions, government departments 
and NGOs to make the effort to get 
together, with each other and with 
farmers, to make it all possible. In this 
web 2.0 can certainly help. ■
Visit the ICTUpdate website  
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The best way to generate the 
information that farmers find useful is 
for all agencies and groups to 
collaborate. This is where web 2.0 
comes in. The new web 2.0 tools enable 
them to exchange information far more 
easily than would have been possible a 
few years ago, even among 
geographically dispersed groups. 
Web 2.0 tools, specifically RSS feeds, 
mashups and wikis, can be used to 
improve the quality of information by 
linking content from several sources. 
With wikis, for example, people can 
post information in one central place 
for a limited group to access and edit. 
This removes the need to send different 
versions of the same document to the 
members of the group. Any changes 
made are then available for users to 
access at any time. Content can be more 
easily accessed through tagging on 
social bookmarking sites. By using RSS 
feeds and mashups, data can be 
automatically updated and refreshed 
on an ongoing basis, reducing the cost 
of content creation. Wikis and feeds 
can then be organized to publish the 
data, and to distribute it directly to 
computers and even mobile phones, 
making access easier and giving a 
wider reach. 
Traditional technology
Web 2.0 allows technology, in general, 
to be more pervasive because the 
framework encourages collaboration, 
allows dispersed groups to work 
together and can support multiple 
devices and multiple channels. It 
removes some of the limitations and 
constraints that often exist in 
developing countries, even where 
people do not have access to 
computers. The biggest challenge, 
therefore, is to design easily accessible 
content through a common, yet simple 
user interface. The development of web 
2.0 technology could provide a 
solution, especially when considered 
together with the expansion of mobile 
telecommunication. By using 
computers, the web and mobile 
telephones we can make sure that 
people have access to information and 
that they can share that information. 
If we were to wait until every farmer 
has a computer and broadband 
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A t the moment, there is very little evidence of web 2.0 tools being 
used at the community level in 
developing countries. In Senegal, for 
example, people can listen to radio, 
and while most places have mobile 
phone connectivity, few can access the 
bandwidth-hungry applications that 
are so often part of web 2.0. 
Communities still need to work in 
association with a chain of 
organizations, starting with a local 
intermediary that is in turn connected 
to a national or even global 
campaigning organization that can 
give them a much larger reach. 
In this way individual fishers and 
their communities can still get the 
benefit of web 2.0. The intermediary 
organizations, local NGOs for example, 
use tried and trusted techniques to 
pass on the technology. They may 
record podcasts, or download mp3 
files, and put them onto an audio 
player, CD, DVD or even onto a mobile 
phone. They may then take the 
recordings to a village where they play 
them to the community. They may also 
distribute information in more 
traditional ways, but they’re bringing 
the technology that little bit further 
down the chain, and making the 
information available to those who 
otherwise can not access it. In the case 
of fisheries, there are already a few 
examples of web 2.0 tools being used 
at this level. 
Radio Alakal, a community radio 
station that has been broadcasting in 
Kerala, south India, for about 20 years, 
is a good example of an organization 
that has survived by absorbing new 
technologies and by being creative and 
innovative. It has now started to trial 
podcasts to which users can subscribe 
using RSS feeds. Radio Alakal 
programmes are produced in 
cooperation with local fishers who are 
given a chance to air their views in 
discussions and information features. 
Listeners can also participate in the 
programmes either by sending text 
messages or by phoning in. 
 The value of RSS feeds to the fishers 
is that the audio is distributed much 
more easily. In terms of advocacy and 
campaigning, small fishing 
communities then have a much wider 
reach because these podcasts are 
available on the web. This helps the 
fishers come into contact with larger 
organizations. The most striking benefit 
of web 2.0 tools is that they enable the 
development of ‘joined up’ 
programmes using a mix of 
technologies. 
A longer reach
Another example of an organization 
that has adopted web 2.0 tools very 
effectively is the Environmental Justice 
Foundation (EJF). In West Africa, the 
Foundation is using YouTube to store 
and distribute videos about fisheries 
issues. One set of videos relates to 
overfishing and poaching off the coast 
of West Africa. Several programmes in 
the region are experimenting with a 
variety of technologies to assist fishing 
communities in identifying rogue 
trawlers when they arrive, and are 
using radio to communicate GPS data 
specifying the position of the vessels to 
the coastguard services. But the issue 
of illegal fishing needs to be taken 
wider for communication and advocacy 
purposes. 
People in the region are now able to 
make videos on their mobile phones 
and to send them on to organizations 
such as the EJF. They can also download 
videos made by other communities. 
Thus many small communities tie 
themselves into a global advocacy and 
campaigning chain. But for that to 
happen the fishers first have to get 
connected with these organizations, 
and web 2.0 makes that easier. It offers 
small organizations the chance to 
become associated with this kind of 
‘joined up’ work, similar to the way that 
RSS feeds and podcasts extend 
community radio, that makes mobile 
and video blogging possible using 
mobile phones. That’s a valuable 
opportunity that web 2.0 offers for 
small organizations.
ENACA, the Network of Aquaculture 
Centres in Asia-Pacific, is also making 
good use of web 2.0 tools. For a long 
time these centres have been a rich 
source of information for organizations 
and specialists working in fisheries. 
They have started working with RSS 
feeds too, but also with tagging. 
Tagging is a dynamic way of classifying 
content. Most classification systems are 
set up and survive for a long time but 
the world around them changes. For 
example, an organization may have a 
huge repository of documents but if 
the classification system is more than 
20 years old then it probably won’t 
include HIV/Aids. Tagging allows users 
to review the way in which content is 
presented and ensure that it is relevant 
to modern issues.
 Technology has only ever been really 
successfully introduced into rural 
communities after some kind of 
intermediary organization has 
appropriated the technology first. Local 
organizations learn how the 
technology works and how to use it in 
the context of the communities they 
serve. They understand not only how to 
use the technology but also its 
potential. It doesn’t have to take so 
long before they make it available to 
rural communities, giving individual 
farmers and fishers the opportunity to 
reach out to the wider world. ■
Spreading the net
Intermediary organizations are key to spreading technology 
to fishing communities
Web2forDev
Pete Cranston (pcranston@oxfam.org.uk) is an independent 
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and fisheries. Visit the ICT Update website (http://ictupdate.cta.
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No time to wait
Video blogs are an engaging method of presenting 
information, especially in areas with low levels of literacy.
The availability of broadband internet has increased rapidly in developing 
countries in the last few years, but it is 
still almost exclusively limited to users 
in the larger towns and cities. Because 
of this, most organizations working 
with rural communities use simple web 
2.0 tools, such as blogs, to present 
information, usually in text form. It 
might seem strange then to make 
videos, which are typically very large 
files that take a long time to download, 
for farmers who might not even have a 
computer. But the team at Ghana 
Information Network for Knowledge 
Sharing (GINKS) are convinced that it is 
important to start using this technology 
now.
‘At the moment we are still trying to 
catch up with the western world,’ 
explains Prince Deh, assistant country 
coordinator at GINKS. ‘If we wait until 
everyone has broadband access in 
Africa that might take another five 
years, at least. By that time, there may 
be web 3.0 or even web 4.0. How would 
we catch up then? We need to act now 
to promote the use of technology of all 
kinds in Africa, especially in rural areas.’
GINKS produces video blogs, also 
known as vlogs, on subjects that are 
relevant to the communities they work 
with in rural Ghana. One particularly 
popular video blog explained how 
farmers can use their mobile phones to 
get market information. Despite the 
poor connectivity among their target 
audience the video blogs have proven to 
be more popular than the more 
traditional, static pages of the GINKS 
website, which received just under 500 
visits since January 2007, compared 
with nearly 900 users visiting the blog 
site since it began in April. 
For Deh, it is easy to explain the 
success of the video blogs. ‘Videos are 
powerful. If you watch someone 
speaking you understand much more 
than when you just read about it. And 
video blogs can still be used by people 
who have difficulties reading. Plus they 
are cheap to make, it’s easy and doesn’t 
take too long to learn the process. Once 
you go through the process it doesn’t 
take more than a day to learn how to 
produce a video blog.’
Document experience
Another advantage of putting videos on 
the web is that they can be distributed 
to a large potential audience at low 
cost. But Prince Deh admits he is 
sometimes frustrated that the videos 
don’t reach their main target group – 
rural farmers. At the moment the 
members of the GINKS team are 
promoting video blogging primarily to 
other NGOs and government 
institutions. ‘We’ve had very good 
feedback from several organizations and 
government ministries who have seen 
the videos and want to know more, and 
especially how we can reach more 
people,’ says Deh.
Although progress so far has been 
slow, the Ghanaian government is now 
working to improve internet access 
across the country. There has also been 
increased investments in rehabilitating 
and refurbishing old rural 
communication centres, which should 
also help in opening up the GINKS 
network and their series of video blogs, 
to farming communities. As the 
technology becomes more affordable, 
Deh hopes that farmers will be able to 
produce their own video blogs. 
‘The only means of communication at 
the moment in rural areas is through 
mobile phones, so most people save 
their money to buy one. Very few of 
these phones can record videos, but that 
will change in the near future. Then 
farmers would have almost all the 
resources they need to produce their 
own video blogs. They could then also 
access an old PC they and use free 
editing software, available from the 
web. We’re still talking some years 
away,’ he adds, ‘but we have already 
introduced the idea to farmers, and 
many of them are very interested. They 
want to document their experiences and 
make them available to others. The big 
advantage too is that people don’t even 
have to be able to read and write to 
make a video blog.’
The team at GINKS ensure that they 
keep up to date with the latest 
developments, following technical 
improvements until they find something 
else they can use in their work. In the 
meantime, they are continuing to 
promote video blogging to other 
organizations as a way to reach rural 
communities. ■
Prince Deh (papalenzd@yahoo.co.uk) is assistant country 
coordinator at Ghana Information Network for Knowledge 
Sharing (GINKS: www.ginks.org)
Visit the ICT Update website (http://ictupdate.cta.int) to hear an 
audio interview with Prince Deh.
Vlogging: the GINKS guide
Minimum tools required to make a 
video blog:
•  A video camera
•  A computer with video editing 
software installed
• An internet connection
• A blog account 
• An online video account
The video blog making process:
•  Record the video, e.g.: an individual 
telling a story or a person sharing an 
experience. 
•  Edit using video editing programs 
such as iMovie, Final Cut Pro or 
Windows Movie Maker. 
•  Upload the edited video onto a video 
site on the internet, e.g.: Google 
video, YouTube or blip.tv. 
• Link your video with your blog.
•  Transcribe the video you have 
uploaded into text to add to the blog. 
•  Announce the video link by RSS feed 
or email newsletter. 
































A growing range of web 2.0 applications is revolutionizing how information can be 
accessed and shared. The experience of Euforic shows how these tools can be applied 
to increase content on a website while still keeping costs low.
In the mid-1990s the internet was only just beginning to be widely 
used but its potential was already 
clear. Across Europe, many 
development organizations were 
involved in policy discussions and 
activities in ACP countries, but the 
information they generated was 
dispersed and difficult to access. A 
group of these organizations – NGOs, 
research and education institutes, 
networks, and government agencies – 
decided to set up a cooperative, 
Europe’s Forum on International 
Cooperation, Euforic. The members 
would collaborate on gathering and 
indexing this information at a single 
point of access: the Euforic website. 
With the rapid growth of the 
internet, information and 
communication managers were soon 
confronted with several major 
challenges. There was an information 
explosion – more information was 
being produced on more development 
topics than ever before. The ease of 
publishing led to internet anarchy – 
information was being published by a 
greater variety of sources than ever 
before. Information was scattered 
across thousands of ‘institutional’ 
homes on the internet, presenting an 
indexing nightmare. Despite 
increasingly sophisticated search tools, 
finding relevant information on 
development issues and themes was a 
largely hit and miss affair.
Over the past decade Euforic has 
tackled these and other challenges. 
Now, participatory web 2.0 
applications offer other opportunities 
and Euforic is using them to improve 
its services, and to streamline the 
organization.  
Euforic 1.0
In the early years, the Euforic team 
collected and indexed content, and 
supported the member organizations as 
they moved towards the web. Editors 
searched for relevant web resources 
and indexed them in the Euforic 
‘library’ database, as well as digital 
versions of documents that could be 
published on the website. They also 
helped the members to build up their 
own websites with digital content, 
which was also indexed in the Euforic 
database. Thematic and country web 
pages were generated from the 
database and published, rather like 
feeds, on the Euforic website.
Soon the online library was joined 
by a shared contacts database known 
as OneSite, where web pages were 
generated to create an online directory 
of organizations. Subsets (or feeds) of 
the contents of these two databases 
were often used within other projects; 
one example is the institutional guide 
on the website of European 
Development Cooperation to 2010. 
Until 2005, Euforic’s web services 
combined a few manually created and 
edited web pages and many 
automatically generated pages with 
lists of resources (from the library 
database) and organizations (from the 
contacts database). Some pages 
displayed feeds from the members, and 
some from the library database. The 
idea was that Euforic members would 
use these databases as collective 
resources, with user-generated entries. 
Although the databases allowed for 
this, we found that while people were 
willing to update their own websites 
and databases with new content, they 
were not indexing their content in the 
shared databases – that task fell to the 
Euforic team.
In late 2005, we decided to adopt 
another model. After some 
experimentation, it was decided to 
adopt a range of web 2.0 tools, and to 
refocus how the web and other services 
were managed and delivered. 
Euforic 2.0
With web 2.0 tools, including blogs, 
RSS feeds, wikis and social 
bookmarking, we now see increasing 
amounts of ‘user-generated’ and ‘user-
personalized’ content. Individuals and 
organizations can now create their own 
personal ‘mashup’ by bringing 
together, re-mixing and personalizing 
different streams of content in text, 
video and audio formats. 
Euforic has assembled a web 2.0 
toolkit to manage content, engage with 
members and partners, and 
communicate with team members. We 
use combinations of applications to 
replicate and extend what we did 
before, but on a scale that we could 
not otherwise have contemplated. A 
(very desirable) side effect is that the 
content we publish and provide access 
to is ‘open’ – in the sense that it can be 
easily exchanged, subscribed to and re-
used by others.
Regarding content management, our 
aim is to alert users to interesting new 
content and resources, and to point 
them to reliable sources of further 
information. The intention is not to 
have a ‘sticky’ website, but to draw the 
visitor’s attention to relevant resources 
from our members and other sources, 
and quickly send them there.
Each page of the Euforic website is 
built up from several RSS feeds. Where 
these feeds already exist – from 
members or other sources – we publish 
them, with due credit to the original 
source. Where feeds are not available or 
relevant, we create our own (and 
encourage content publishers to do so 
as well). The primary tool we use to 
track and index content is del.icio.us – a 
social bookmarking tool that allows 
many people to index web resources 
collectively using shared bookmarks 
and index terms, or tags. We 
systematically publish feeds from our 
del.icio.us accounts across the websites 
we support. As well as being free and 
easy to use, del.icio.us has many 
advantages – including the possibility 
Peter Ballantyne (peter.euforic@gmail.com) is director of 
Euforic (www.euforic.org). Visit the ICTUpdate website (http://
ictupdate.cta.int) to hear an audio interview with Chris Addison 
of Euforic.
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to combine multiple feeds, and to 
share content with other del.icio.us 
users. 
Other features include an agenda of 
events, which we track and share using 
Google calendars and Google custom 
searching across the Euforic site and 
those of our members.
While del.icio.us and RSS feeds are 
the main tools we use to publish 
content, we also use blogs, hosted on 
Blogger, to produce original content 
based on our own and our members’ 
activities. We do not use blogs as a 
personal diary or website, but as a 
news publishing tool. By treating each 
news item as a blog posting, we can 
publish regular series of content items. 
Blogs have the advantage that they can 
include RSS feeds – and we believe the 
postings are well-indexed in search 
engines like Google. 
Euforic also uses blogs and other 
tools alongside face-to-face meetings, 
and as part of various special projects. 
Examples include the blogs we set up 
for the 2007 Euforic annual meeting, 
for a series of development briefings in 
Brussels, and to support consultations 
on the joint EU-Africa strategy. In each 
case, we uploaded photos from the 
meeting using Flickr, presentations 
using SlideShare and video interviews 
using Blip.tv. All of this content is 
brought together on the blogs, together 
with other feeds. For such focused 
activities, we find that a combination 
of web 2.0 tools is very powerful, 
accessible and inexpensive. All the 
content generated is, in principle, open 
and public and can be republished or 
subscribed to by anyone with an 
interest in the topics.
Back office 
The Euforic team also uses web 2.0 
applications to run our ‘back office.’ 
We use Google calendar to track and 
share tasks, travel schedules and 
appointments, Gmail to access our 
email, and iGoogle and Bloglines to 
track incoming newsfeeds and 
content. We also use a team wiki as 
our intranet page. We normally set up 
a wiki for each project and training 
event where we can collectively draft 
and edit texts, and where training 
exercises can be accessed. We use 
Google analytics to track use of our 
websites; and Feedburner to manage 
and track the use of the RSS feeds we 
create, and to offer email alerts. 
With these tools, we have been able 
to downsize our physical office while 
upsizing the virtual abilities of our 
small team. We have been able to 
reduce office costs, streamline some 
activities, and increase the efficiency 
of what we do. Most importantly for 
such a small organization, we have 
been able to do this without calling on 
any specialist technical expertise, and 
with very little financial investment.
Mirroring the situation 10 years ago 
when Euforic was assisting its 
members to get on the web, we 
organize awareness and training 
events to explain and demonstrate 
web 2.0 tools. We are also engaged in 
projects with members who wish to 
introduce these tools into knowledge-
sharing and learning initiatives. More 
and more of the people we work with 
are introducing different web 2.0 
applications in their own activities. 
Euforic is now championing these 
approaches and encouraging 
organizations to make their own 
content more accessible in open – and 
re-usable – formats. Rather than 
building a centralized collection of 
content, we now catalyze open 
content production and exchange, and 
bring different types of content 
together, and then aggregate, remix 
and re-present it for others to exploit.
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Euforic: a state of happiness?
Our web 2.0 starting point was to put 
together a collection of tools in order 
to do some specific tasks, and do them 
better. One was to streamline content 
management, making it much easier to 
track, publish and provide access to 
information from various sources. 
Another was to explore ways that 
development content could be made to 
flow more easily among organizations 
and across disciplines. We were not 
immediately trying to enhance the 
participatory aspects of our work, but 
to use the participatory nature of web 
2.0 tools to do other tasks much better. 
While we knew what we wanted to 
do, we had no master plan with regard 
to tools and applications. We 
experimented, made some choices, and 
often changed our minds. Each week 
we hear of some new tool or 
interesting use, so we keep our eyes 
and ears open and tuned into what 
others in our community are doing.
One major change in mentality 
associated with web 2.0 is that a single 
application is not normally the 
solution. The concept is based on the 
collective possibilities offered by a 
number of unrelated – though 
interoperable – tools. Instead of 
building a single content management 
system with 10 functions, web 2.0 
offers a ‘pick and mix’ approach in 
which the best 10 applications can be 
put together to build systems that 
handle content, and much more 
besides. This means that a single item 
of information or an application has 
multiple access points and 
dissemination pathways. One user may 
view it by email, another via an RSS 
feed or on the web, and yet another in 
print or a text message. This poses 
many challenges, just to keep up with 
the various tools, the login details, and 
the interfaces. There is no one way to 
access a story; there is no single click 
to login to the system. Such an 
approach forces us to continually think 
about the ‘architecture’ of the service, 
including the wiring, the plumbing, 
and the drains! It’s complicated, 
sometimes frustrating, but offers many 
possibilities to experiment and explore 
and perhaps innovate.
Another major change with web 2.0 
is that many of the uses of Euforic’s 
services happen away from our 
website, and thus can be invisible. Web 
statistics show that the hits to the main 
Euforic website are decreasing, while 
the number of visits is rapidly 
increasing. We think this is linked to 
visitors clicking on feed items that take 
them off the site. Statistics on the use 
of our feeds show, roughly, an 
additional 10% of our visitors each 
month arrive via the feeds, many from 
email alerts and feeds off the website. 
Perhaps in the longer term, web 2.0 
will force us to seek different metrics 
for our services. In particular, we may 
have to reconsider the effort given to 
the look and feel and ‘stickiness’ of the 
pages as users come, via feeds, directly 
to lower-level content and avoid the 
home page completely. 
Along the way, we have encountered 
many operational challenges, some of 
which have yet to be fully resolved. 
Relying on third-party hosting solutions 
has its problems, as when a service is 
unavailable for a short time (as has 
happened with del.icio.us), or when 
backups of ‘our’ content are needed. 
There is still a major awareness gap 
among development practitioners and 
information specialists regarding the 
nuts and bolts of using and exploiting 
web 2.0 services. Some still want people 
to visit their websites and they see the 
use of their content in other services as 
a threat. There is also a perception that 
blogs are low-quality personal vanity 
pages. While the content of many blogs 
may indeed be poor quality, as tools 
they offer many opportunities. Worried 
that web 2.0 will bring more 
information to our desktops, people also 
complain of being overwhelmed with 
information, while at the same time 
they make almost no use of basic tools 
to manage and organize their email, for 
instance. 
Overall, we find that using web 2.0 
tools in a development service like 
Euforic provides more advantages than 
disadvantages. While the actual tools 
are just technical applications, using 
them forces us to adopt a mindset that 
particularly values the content and 
efforts of other people, encourages 
collaboration and makes knowledge 
open. These three notions are 
themselves close to the heart of effective 
development cooperation itself. So 
perhaps web 2.0 will become a perfect 
complement to ‘development 2.0’! ■
Related
links
Ballantyne, P.G. (1997) Europe’s 
Forum on International Cooperation 
(EUFORIC): 
➜ A cooperative approach to web-





The Euforic web 2.0 toolkit
Social bookmarking, del.icio.us: 
➜ http://del.icio.us/euforic 
Create your own blog, Blogger: 
➜ www.blogger.com
Share photos, Flickr: 
➜ www.flickr.com/euforic 
Share slides, SlideShare 
➜ www.slideshare.net/euforic
Share videos, Blip.tv: 
➜ http://euforic.blip.tv
Subscribe to and manage newsfeeds, 
weblogs and audio, Bloglines: 
➜ www.bloglines.com
Customize your Google homepage: 
➜ www.google.com.ig
Manage RSS feeds, FeedBurner: 
➜ www.feedburner.com




Organize schedules and events, Google 
Calendar: 
➜ www.google.com/calender
Locate site visitors, ClustrMaps: 
➜ http://clustrmaps.com
Start a blog, WordPress: 
➜ www.wordpress.com
Monitor website visitors, StatCounter: 
➜ www.statcounter.com
Customize your search engine, Google 
Custom Search: 
➜ www.google.com/coop/cse
Learn about visitors and how they use 
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Web 2.0 for low 
bandwidth 
What’s the difference between web 2.0 
and the web as we previously knew it?
➜ Fundamentally, the technology 
underlying both is the same, web 2.0 just 
has a few extra bits added. Web 2.0 is 
interesting because there are still a lot of 
things that have to be fixed with ‘web 
1.0’, if we can call it that. 
Do those ‘few extra bits’ make web 2.0 
more complicated? Do users need 
greater bandwidth to make use of it?
➜ The rules of the game are the same, 
we’re just playing with bigger toys. It’s 
true that most web 2.0 technologies add 
to this bandwidth overhead, but it doesn’t 
change the fact that you still need to 
design for lower bandwidths, and so need 
to take the same care as you should have 
been doing with web 1.0 technology. 
Aptivate has compiled a set of guidelines, 
tips and tools for web designers. They 
recommend that web pages should be 
around 20–25 kB in size. But the front 
page for the Web2forDev conference, for 
example, is over 300 kB. For users trying to 
access this site from the University of 
Ghana, where we have worked, it would 
take 15–60 seconds to load – if it were to 
download entirely. To me that’s not 
acceptable. Any agency involved in creating 
websites should design them with users in 
low-bandwidth areas in mind.
 
What steps can designers, or anyone 
else, take to improve their websites?
➜ There are a lot of simple steps they can 
take. At the very least, if the goal is to 
design a site for a particular bandwidth, 
then that has to colour the entire process. 
One first step is to use Loband, an online 
tool developed by Aptivate that simplifies 
web pages so that they can be down-
loaded quickly over slow internet 
connections. To use the service, the user 
needs only to type the web address of the 
required page into the bar at the top of 
the page, and click ‘Go’. Loband then 
downloads the web page, removes all the 
heavy content, such as images, scripts, 
etc., and sends it on to the user. Usually, 
Loband can improve the speed of the site 
by five or ten times. 
Designers can do a number of other 
relatively simple things, such as avoid 
huge scripts, minimize the number of 
requests that go back to the server, etc.
With many web 2.0 tools – RSS feeds, 
for example – users go straight to 
particular web pages, not via the home 
page. Does that mean that every page 
on a website has to be suitable for 
users with low bandwidth? 
➜ RSS feeds are one really valuable aspect 
of web 2.0. The idea that you can pull out 
content from a site without any format-
ting, that’s a real bandwidth advantage. 
There are problems with the uptake of RSS 
because of the lack of user understanding, 
but that’s a very good example of how to 
extract information without taking up 
much bandwidth. I don’t have specific 
figures, but I suspect that most users now 
access the content they want via search 
engines rather than navigating through 
sites. So yes, the onus is very much on web 
designers to optimize every single web 
page, and not just the home page. 
Web 2.0 consists of various tools, 
including multimedia sharing, RSS 
feeds, wikis, etc. But the fact that you 
can use all of these things presumably 
doesn’t mean you should use them all?
➜ Definitely not. You have to go back to 
fundamentals, and for me that’s all about 
usability – making it easy for users to 
access the information on a site. Why, for 
example, did Google take off when there 
was already a much more mature search 
engine in Alta Vista? The main reason for 
Google’s success was that it presents its 
search results in one text field, so it is 
very fast and very simple. Usability is what 
drives people towards a service. If all the 
fancy features can be included without 
sacrificing usability, that’s great. But if 
they can’t, then something is wrong. The 
goal should be to provide pages with a 
load time of about 10 seconds. If you can 
do that with all the content you want to 
put in there, go for it – but if not, think 
again. Users will appreciate a fast site 
that doesn’t have videos and pictures far 
more than a slow site that does.
Won’t users who are used to broadband 
get bored with sites if they are too basic? 
➜ Even people with fast internet 
connections will have a better experience 
on a site that is modest but fast than on 
one that is more complicated but slow. 
Sites like Google Video or YouTube don’t 
work as fast as web 1.0 websites, and 
that’s a genuine cause of frustration 
among broadband users. Users still have a 
better experience with a slightly less 
complicated site regardless of bandwidth.
So your basic advice to web designers is 
to keep it simple?
➜ Yes, keep it simple, but ultimately go 
back to the needs of the user. For any 
system, the main constraint is usability. 
Most users will get annoyed if it takes 
longer than 10 seconds for a page to load, 
or if their browser can’t display the page 
correctly. If designers can’t meet these 
basic demands then they need to go back 













Introducing technology to rural areas can be difficult. But networking and sharing ideas 
has provided solutions for one village in western Kenya, where a group of women is 
now learning how to use a computer. The next step is to learn about web 2.0.
T he arrival of the internet in the village, in the words of one rural 
women’s group leader, was like 
‘bringing the people out of the 
darkness into blinding light’. In the 
land of the Bukusu people in western 
Kenya – where there are no paved 
roads, no running water, and no 
electricity –  the Voices of Africa 
project is testing some of the latest 
technologies.  
Located in the tiny village of 
Lwanda, in Bungoma district, is the 
Mbambe Rural Resource Management 
Programme, known simply as 
Mbambe. In 2005, with the help of 
several local NGOs, Mbambe 
purchased a 65 watt solar panel 
system and a refurbished computer. 
The idea was to train farmers to use an 
online integrated pest management 
tool, the Online Information Services 
for Non-chemical Pest Management in 
the Tropics (OISAT). While the Mbambe 
programme did achieve some of its 
objectives, and the farmers did learn 
something, ultimately the technology 
failed. The solar panels produced too 
little power, so that the power-hungry 
computer could only be used for 
about an hour each day, rendering the 
project futile. Mbambe programme 
director Celestine Simiyu therefore 
had to seek partners outside the 
village to find technical solutions to 
the problem of how to power new 
technologies without access to 
electricity.
Celestine’s idea was to build two 
telecentres in the west and south of 
Bungoma district, each with 10 
computers where villagers would be 
able to access educational resources. 
He then wrote a funding proposal, 
which passed through many hands 
before it reached the desk of Crystal 
Watley, who was conducting a study 
on sustainable information and 
communications technologies (ICTs) 
applicable to rural Kenya. Crystal was 
in the process of drafting her own 
proposal to pilot a host of cutting-
edge technologies in a Kenyan village. 
The two proposals complemented one 
another perfectly.
In June 2007, Crystal and Celestine 
met to assess the situation in Lwanda 
Crystal Watley (crystal@voicesofafrica.org) is a graduate 
student of the Tulane University School of Public Health and 
Tropical Medicine, New Orleans, USA. She and Collins Mubendo, 
a student researcher at Moi University, are project directors of 
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village. Over the next two months, 
they and Collins Mubendo, a native 
Bukusu researcher at Moi University in 
Eldoret, combined their knowledge 
and decided to focus on the most 
disadvantaged community members: 
the women. Through conversations 
with the women they came to realize 
the extent of their marginalization. 
Again and again, they said they felt 
ignored by the world. NGOs had 
promised to help but seldom 
delivered results. The government 
appeared to care little about their 
welfare, and researchers frequently 
came and asked questions without 
giving anything in return. It was clear 
that providing an outlet for the 
women to express themselves would 
be a necessary component of the 
project. 
Using the UN Millennium 
Development Goals as an outline, the 
team then began to develop a new 
plan for the telecentres and the Voices 
of Africa project began, with several 
objectives, including reducing child 
mortality, malnutrition and poverty, 
and increasing agricultural crop yields 
in an environmentally sustainable 
manner. The team also travelled to 
Nkonkonjeru, just over the border in 
Uganda, to investigate was being 
done elsewhere. There, two ultra-low-
power Inveneo computers were 
installed at a rural community-based 
organization similar to Mbambe. From 
this experience the team decided to 
use one of these computers to begin a 
pilot project in the village.
Inveneo computing systems have 
been designed specifically for use in 
the often difficult conditions found in 
rural areas. The physical challenges 
include dust, unreliable electricity 
supplies, and lack of communication 
alternatives. Users typically have little 
experience with ICTs, and make use of 
the technology in projects where the 
budgets for equipment and 
maintenance are usually tight. This 
ultra-low-power computer runs on less 
than 20 watts of power at maximum 
capacity, one-tenth of that necessary 
for a refurbished desktop computer. 
Using the open source Xubuntu 
operating system requires less disk 
storage space, increasing both the 
computer’s memory, and operational 
efficiency. 
New tools
The Voices of Africa project team 
members are spread all over the world. 
The use of Google applications 
enables us to meet online to discuss 
progress and where to go next. In 
addition, the project website now 
features a number of web 2.0 tools, 
including a blog and a mySpace page. 
This has meant that the team has 
grown from the original three to 20, 
and new people are joining every day. 
New tools are being added to the 
website, making more online 
networking connections, and adding 
more content. The website has been 
easy to build and to maintain, and is 
constantly revised to make it stronger. 
Unfortunately, though, the website 
cannot yet be used by the women of 
Mbambe, who are still waiting (rather 
impatiently) for a modem to arrive. 
Project funding is still also lacking.  
In the first year, the costs of 
installing, equipping and staffing the 
two telecentres will amount to 
US$80,000. This includes 20 
computers (all solar-powered), a 
technical adviser to oversee the 
project, a project manager, a full-time 
help desk/ IT person, and a security 
guard. By the second year, it is hoped 
that the income from user fees will be 
sufficient to cover all operating  
costs.
In the meantime, 16 women in the 
village are already receiving training in 
how to use the computer. The training 
programme begins with ‘this is a 
computer’ and will end with a look at 
web 2.0 applications. All training is 
provided free of charge, but after the 
women have been trained on the 
computer and internet, they will be 
charged a fee of 40 Kenyan shillings 
per hour. This is considerably less than 
the 60 Ksh charged in Bungoma town, 
not including travel costs. The profit 
generated will be used to ensure the 
financial sustainability of the project. 
Any additional profits will be 
reinvested in other community 
development projects. 
Voices of Africa hopes that the 
Mbambe programme will become a 
model for other villages by showing 
how to give women the skills to create 
their own development process 
through a variety of educational tools. 
It is critical to the villagers that they 
share their lives with the world. This 
project is about sharing rather than 
giving technical advice. It is about 
sharing cultures, experiences, and our 
humanity. It is our vision to see 
projects like this all across Africa. 
Now is the time for true grassroots 





The Voices of Africa team recently 
conducted a survey of 153 women in 
the village, aged between 15 and 80.
•  100% believed that education was a 
key to development and a high 
priority. 
•  97% responded with a resounding yes 
when asked if they would use a new 
technology to access educational 
resources. 
•  73% chose agriculture as their first 
learning priority, 47% choose health as 
the second. Others included family 
health care, business and income 
generation. 
•  80% derived their income from 
agriculture. There was a particular 
interest in the conversion to 
sustainable organic agriculture.
•  64% had heard of a computer. 50% 
had seen one. 10% had touched one. 
Of the 18% of respondents who had 
heard of the internet, 3% had accessed 
the internet, but only one had opened 
a web browser; the other 4% had only 
used email. 
The results clearly showed the women’s 
immense desire for educational 
resources. Considering the importance 
of education, the willingness to learn 
and the areas of interest, it was clear 
that the proposed programme could 
have enormous impact on long-term 
community development.

























getting behind web 2.0
The term web 2.0 is quite misleading as it 
suggests that a new version of the 
internet has been developed. In fact, 
nothing has changed technically with the 
‘old’ web, the term refers more to the 
increasing number of tools that can be 
applied to the ‘new’ web. First generation 
internet pages are static, held on a server 
somewhere and produced by someone 
who published pages in the hope that 
other people would read them. But web 
2.0 is dynamic: the user can choose how 
the page should look and can even 
decide on the content. 
The human side
With web 2.0 people can contribute 
information, provide feedback, share 
ideas and connect to other users with 
similar interests. There are several 
examples of this relevant to development 
organizations in ACP countries: wikis, 
blogs, social networking, social book-
marking.
Wikis
‘A wiki is a collaborative website which 
can be directly edited by anyone with 
access to it. Ward Cunningham, developer 
of the first wiki, WikiWikiWeb, originally 
described it as “the simplest online 
database that could possibly work”. 
Wikipedia is one of the best known wikis.’
The definition comes from Wikipedia 
itself, of course. The site exploits the 
technology perfectly by gathering a 
community of users who collectively 
ensure that the information continues to 
be trustworthy while still allowing edits 
and contributions from anyone with 
access to the Internet. This function is 
characteristic of all wikis; individual pages 
can be easily created, changed and 





Blogs, shortened from ‘web logs’, are 
popularly used as online diaries or 
commentaries. Opinions are expressed on 
any and every subject with text 
increasingly accompanied with video and 
audio files. There are hundreds of 
possibilities on the web to create your 
own blog quickly and for free. And 
because the process is so easy many 
organizations now use the blog format for 
their website which means they no longer 
have to pay for a host server or domain 
name.
Create	your	own	blog
Here are just a few of the more popular 




Users of social networks create a profile 
and make links with people they already 
know or who have similar interests. 
Information can then be shared between 
these virtual friends. Text, for example, is 
exchanged through messages, discussion 
groups and blogs. Photographs, videos 
and other digital files are also shared 
while applications (small programmes) 
can be added to the user’s individual 
page to play games, listen to music or 
simply decorate the homepage. 
Very specific social networks can also be 








After first signing up to a social 
bookmarking website – de.licio.us, furl, 
Digg it, reddit, to name just a few – users 
can then bookmark interesting websites, 
usually via a toolbar installed on the web 
browser. Tags (relevant key words) are 
added to make the page easier to find 
again and easier for others with similar 
interests to find too. It is a bit like 
bookmarking a website, or adding it to 
your favourites, except that other people 
can also see what you have added. It 
offers a way to organize information 
found on the web and is especially useful 
when that information has to be shared 
by several people.
Meshedlinks is a social bookmarking 
service specifically targeted to Africa. It 
lets you save, tag and search your 
bookmarks and also discover, browse and 
vote on other users’ links and stories.
www.meshedlinks.com
Sharing Media
There are now several sites where 
photographs can be uploaded for others 
to see. Registered users are given a 
unique web address where their photos 
can be viewed. The images can usually 
also be ‘tagged’ with keywords by anyone 





Videos and slide presentations can also 
be shared in a similar way. www.youtube.
com and http://video.google.com are the 
most popular for sharing video material 
while www.slideshare.net lets you upload 
PowerPoint, PDF or OpenOffice 
presentations that can later be 
downloaded or commented on by others.
Search engines
Google now offers the possibility to 
customize their famous search engine so 
that it gives more focused results from 
specific websites or by giving priority to 
results from a list of sites. It is also possible 
to type a group of general keywords, e.g. 
web 2.0, rural, agriculture, Africa, 
university, to further concentrate results.
Google custom search engine:
www.google.com/coop/cse/
Using this technology focuss.eu has 
developed a search engine for 
development related information 
searches. This tool has been created with 
input from librarians, students, 
researchers, practitioners and are looking 
for contributions from anyone who can 
help develop the resources further.
www.focuss.eu
Office applications
One advantage of web 2.0 is that the 
internet browser can be used like a 
computer desktop – just click on an icon 
to go to a word processor, database, 
calendar or even a task list.  Documents 
can be saved online and can therefore be 
retrieved from any computer with 
12 October 2007 ı ICT Update ı issue 39
internet access. Also, this ‘software’ is free 
and will be automatically updated by the 
providers. Several sites now offer one or 
more of these applications and some 
even act as an online operating system, 
although most are still at the early stages 
of development.
Jooce.com is an online operating system 
for sharing media, creating office 
documents and sending email.
www.jooce.com
ZOHO is an online office system with 
word processing, spreadsheet, 
presentation, planning and email 
capabilities. www.zoho.com
Google Docs offers a word processor, 
spreadsheets and presentation 
possibilities. http://docs.google.com
The technology
All of the above websites are made 
possible by using one or more of the 
following techniques: 
Ajax: Asynchronous Javascript And XML
Ajax makes it possible to send and receive 
information from just part of a web page, 
instead of the whole page. It acts like a 
browser within the browser in that only a 
small part of the page needs to be 
refreshed – the part that contains the 
required information – while the rest of 
the web page remains static, or could be 
refreshing information from other 
sources. A good example of this would be 
the ‘news ticker’ services where headlines 
scroll across a page. The headlines are 
supplied by a web feed (the XML part of 
Ajax) then displayed on the page using 
Javascript, the programming language. 
The benefit here is that the whole page 
doesn’t have to reload every time a new 
headline comes in, making web pages 
faster, more interactive and flexible. Ajax 
works with most browsers. 
RIA: Rich Internet Applications 
There are many methods and techniques 
for developing RIAs, using, for instance, 
Flash, Javascript and ActiveX. These 
applications run in the web browser and 
so remove the need to install software 
and make websites more interactive or 
‘rich’ for the user. Work is carried out in the 
browser window that can often act like 
more familiar desktop programs. They are 
therefore, often referred to as ‘web-top’ 
applications. For example, sending and 
receiving emails can be done online 
without the need to download a 
specialized program like Outlook or 
Outlook Express. 
Examples	of	RIAs:	
Gmail, Google’s email service
www.gmail.com
VMukti, an open source social 
conferencing tool.
http://sourceforge.net/projects/vmukti
Service Oriented Architecture (SOA)
There is no single, agreed upon definition 
but a SOA is a mechanism to collect data 
from different sources and present it as 
the user demands. The types of 
applications that make use of SOA are 
web feeds, RSS and mashups (see below). 
What Is Service-Oriented Architecture?
“Service-Oriented Architecture underpins 
most modern web services. It aims to 
achieve loose coupling between 
interacting software agents in order to 
preserve the benefits of reusability, 
extensibility and simplicity.”




Many news websites and blogs now 
provide web feeds to regularly update 
subscribers with headlines, latest entries 
or audio files (podcasts) usually using RSS 
or Atom file formats. Software, called 
aggregators, automatically search for 
updates from websites that have been 
previously subscribed to. A short link – a 
headline or an update - is then 
downloaded onto the computer ready to 
be viewed or downloaded when required.
Bloglines is a web-based personal news 
aggregator that can be used in place of a 
desktop client. www.bloglines.com
Mashups
Mashups are applications or websites that 
take information from many sources and 
present it in one place. Web feeds are 
often used to provide the information. 
Many web applications have their 
Application Programming Interfaces 
(APIs) available. These set out the 
necessary commands to retrieve 
information from the source application. 
For example, if you wanted to create a 
mashup which combined videos from 
YouTube and geographical information 
from Google Maps to show the exact 
locations of where the videos were 
recorded, you would need specific parts 
from the YouTube API which shows the 
command to run the videos plus parts of 
the API from Google Maps which show 
the commands needed to retrieve 
geographical information. These can be 
combined into the code for your mashup 
application in order for your new 
application to be able to access the 
information from both those sources.
 
How	to	create	a	mashup
The first thing you need is an idea. A 
good place to start is by taking a 
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An evolving vision
W ith more than 260,000 registered users, 800,000 unique visitors 
per month in mid-2007, the 
Development Gateway is the largest 
searchable repository of development 
information and tools on the internet. 
The concept of the Development 
Gateway was first discussed at the 
World Bank in 1999. Under James 
Wolfensohn’s leadership, the Bank 
positioned itself as the ‘Knowledge 
Bank’. It would promote knowledge 
sharing and put growing emphasis on 
the use of ICTs as tools for 
disseminating information both within 
the organization and across the 
development community.
The Development Gateway
Foundation was established in 2001, 
funded by the Bank, bilateral aid 
agencies, developing country 
governments and private companies. 
The Foundation then set about creating 
a collaborative web portal offering 
development content and tools for 
information exchange. The approach to 
knowledge sharing focused on 
capturing and making available 
relevant information through the ‘topic 
pages’ (now dgCommunities), which 
also provided discussion and 
commenting tools to enable sharing 
and collaboration among its members. 
The idea was that experts and users 
would contribute resources that were 
then to become the basis for the sharing 
of explicit knowledge. 
The Gateway selected experts to act 
as ‘topic guides’, contributing 
knowledge resources, monitoring and 
‘approving’ user-contributed resources 
and facilitating discussions. The issue of 
quality control was addressed through a 
‘guided community’ model based on 
deferred publishing – content submitted 
by users went live only after it was 
reviewed and approved by the topic 
guides. Initially these guides were paid 
consultants, although they were later 
replaced by volunteers, in line with 
industry trends. 
Country gateways, another core 
initiative, were locally owned projects 
designed to provide online and offline 
technical services for e-government, 
small enterprise support, e-learning, e-
health, and online community building. 
They were seen not only as local 
versions of the global portal, but also as 
nodes of the broader network with the 
Gateway at its core. They were expected 
to adapt to local conditions, languages 
and needs, while establishing systems 
to access, maintain and disseminate 
local knowledge.
Since its inception, many have 
argued that the Gateway’s ambitious 
objectives were difficult to 
operationalize, and that it tried to cover 
too much ground. Gradually, the 
Gateway strategy moved away from 
‘knowledge sharing’ towards ‘web-
based tools to make aid and 
development efforts more effective’. This 
new focus was supported by two of the 
Gateway’s original applications. The 
Accessible Information on Development 
Activities (AiDA) was set up as an 
online database of development projects 
and activities provided by over 200 
agencies. 
More recently, the Gateway, in 
collaboration with the government of 
Ethiopia, launched the Aid Management 
Platform (AMP) to assist governments 
and donors in planning, monitoring 
and reporting on international aid flows 
and activities. Transparency of public 
sector transactions, in turn, was 
promoted by dgMarket, an online 
service that posts tenders for 
government contracts funded by the 
Bank and other agencies, as well as 
national tenders. 
Vision versus implementation
Like most pilot projects, the Gateway 
generated criticism. Staff were 
concerned about the overlap with the 
Bank’s own website and tools, while 
civil society organizations argued that 
the close link between the Gateway and 
the Bank would result in a Bank-centred 
vision of development at the expense of 
southern knowledge. There were also 
concerns that the Gateway would create 
unfair competition for other aggregators 
of development knowledge. As the 
Gateway ended its pilot phase and the 
Foundation became legally independent, 
however, these issues became less 
prominent.
A more generic criticism centred on 
the evolution of the dgCommunities and 
the country gateways. While the 
dgCommunities attracted around 50,000 
registered members by mid-2007, they 
were primarily passive users, 
contributing or accessing and viewing 
existing resources. They did not utilize 
the collaborative or interactive 
capabilities of the topic pages to pose 
questions and/or obtain answers on 
specific issues. Rather than a dynamic 
space for sharing knowledge and 
solving problems, the dgCommunities 
became a useful, but static repository of 
development knowledge. And while the 
country gateways were successful in 
providing local content, the issue of the 
quality and depth of their information 
assets remained a problem. Also, 
integration of the local and global 
knowledge sources, an original objective 
of the programme, failed to occur. Data 
sharing mechanisms enabling a two-
way flow of information between the 
Gateway and the country gateways were 
never fully implemented.
The financial model of the network 
also remained open to criticism. While 
the Gateway provided initial funding to 
local groups (directly to Country 
Gateways and indirectly to associated 
research and training centres), it was 
expected that the local Country 
Gateways would become financially 
independent, but few have done so. The 
Gateway no longer provides overall 
Development Gateway has changed significantly in response to external 
challenges and the emergence of new web-based technologies. 
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World Bank (2000) 
➜ Knowledge for All: A Strategy for 
Global Partnership. Washington, DC: 
World Bank.
financial support to local Country 
Gateways; rather, selective support for 
local deployment of Gateway’s core 
products, such as local project databases, 
is occurring. Moreover, the integration of 
the local research and training centres 
established as part of in-kind 
contributions from partners (in South 
Korea, India, China and Rwanda) into the 
network remained limited at best.
From the beginning, the Gateway was 
able to offer to its partners (e.g. the 
Country Gateways) value-added 
services, such as technologies (the 
original technology strategy relied on 
open-source solutions) and standards 
for automating content exchange and 
syndication. Recently, the Gateway 
portal started to move towards using 
data syndication and aggregation 
features such as RSS feeds to enable 
users to keep track of the latest 
additions. But the question remains as 
to whether this has come too late, and 
the Gateway missed an opportunity to 
establish a niche in the area of 
information collaboration technologies.
 Nevertheless, the number of unique 
visitors has steadily increased, reaching 
800,000 per month by mid-2007. 
Similarly, within the dgCommunities, 
the number of registered users increased 
from 10,000 in 2003 to 50,000 by mid-
2007. dgMarket subscribers increased 
from 7000 (2003) to 34,000 in 2007, and 
annual sales revenue increased fivefold 
in just four years, reaching $625,000 in 
2007.
Looking back, looking forward
The Gateway has changed significantly 
in its pursuit of better targeted business 
objectives and adapting to external 
challenges. Many lessons have been 
learned as the project has evolved. The 
Gateway was influenced not only by the 
enthusiasm and spirit of innovation of 
the Internet era, but also by the 
ambitions and overreach typical of 
projects initiated in the midst of the 
‘dot-com bubble’. But its ability to 
remain flexible and to respond to new 
developments (e.g. social networking, 
blogging) has been constrained by the 
complexity of its governance and 
institutional design – involving bilateral 
and multilateral agencies, governments, 
private sector and NGOs. Still, as a 
recent user survey indicated, the 
Gateway receives high marks for its 
utility as a tool for improving 
‘development knowledge’ and 
networking. Looking back, perhaps more 
effort in organizing content, automating 
content upkeep (e.g. checking for broken 
links, web crawlers, etc.) and developing 
question-answering algorithms would 
have helped further energize its impact.
Looking forward, the issue of long-
term financial sustainability will remain 
a significant challenge. With the 
exception of dgMarket, all the Gateway’s 
products and operations are dependent 
on donations. It is ironic that the 
separation from the World Bank – an 
important step in establishing the 
credibility of the initiative as a ‘neutral’ 
space for the debate on development – 
has hindered its ability to leverage funds 
from public and private donors. 
Accordingly, the initiative has been 
operating under a hybrid model that 
combines the original mission of 
promoting the dissemination of 
development knowledge and ICT tools as 
public goods, and a revenue-generating 
initiative (dgMarket). The cultures and 
requirements of these different 
components of the Gateway are not 
always easy to coordinate. 
Eight years after its conception, 
however, the ‘dream’ of Jim Wolfensohn 
continues to evolve and to have an 












R abble.ca is Canada’s most-read, online, alternative news and views 
site. Since it was founded nearly seven 
years ago, rabble has had ample 
opportunity to learn about and play a 
role in shaping the directions taken by 
web-based media. It was created by a 
group of inspired activists, determined 
to offer new voices and views to the 
existing media mix, and to support 
social movements in the process. The 
site began as an early form of a 
mashup, bringing together edited 
original news pieces with reprints of 
Feature
Kim Elliott (kim@rabble.ca) is a publisher at rabble  
(www.rabble.ca) and Matt Adams (matt@rabble.ca) is 
coordinator of special projects
By drawing on web 2.0 tools to promote citizen journalism rabble.ca provides a 
template for others. This sneak preview into the relaunch of the popular news site 
shows that grassroots media has never been more accessible.  
News for the rest of us
articles originally published in the 
mainstream media. It offered an early 
form of citizen journalism, a discussion 
board, a portal for news directly from 
the social movements and NGO sector, 
and a national events calendar. The site 
also featured a component called ‘three 
minute action’, and hosted debates, an 
advice column and more.
rabble launched with the support of 
foundations and individual donors who 
saw a vacuum in the media world. 
Over the past seven years, rabble has 
met the challenge of changing 
technologies, and has succeeded in the 
struggle to remain financially stable in 
a field dominated by much bigger 
players. In Canada, fewer than 4% of 
all newspaper dailies are independently 
owned, with over 84% of Canadian 
media owned by the five largest media 
companies. rabble saw the potential for 
something new: a place for journalists, 
social movement groups and 
community members to report, interact 
and discuss issues. 
In 2001, a news publication that 
existed only on the internet was rare 
(and is still not very common). The 
medium of the web allowed (and 
continues to allow) us to connect to 
social group websites and online 
initiatives in ways that print does not. 
Perhaps most important, the web 
allows us to reach a much wider 
audience than would have been 
possible with print on such a small 
budget. Significantly, rabble’s goal has 
always been to provide new 
opportunities for readers to interact 
with the site and with each other. Our 
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ways an early social media tool. 
Originally, rabble was a project of an 
Ottawa-based NGO, and later one based 
in Montreal, with physical offices in 
Toronto, Canada’s largest city. When, 
within its first two years, rabble moved 
to a fully virtual operation, it wasn’t a 
large leap. The move to a virtual space 
was made for financial reasons, but it 
strengthened the organization and 
helped it to become truly national in 
scope. We now have staff from across 
the country who can connect better to 
local communities and have reduced 
our overhead costs dramatically. To stay 
in touch we use Basecamp project 
software, internet phone calls (using 
Instant Messenger, ICQ and now 
Skype), email, Facebook, and 
occasional face-to-face meetings for 
collaborative work.  Project software 
and wikis, where groups and subgroups 
can share and edit documents, collect 
email correspondence and track 
versions of documents, have been key 
features of our virtual office systems. 
From the beginning rabble sought to 
pair news reporting with the public 
exchange of ideas that goes beyond 
simple comments or letters to the 
editor. Original news stories, posted 
with related content, links to news 
stories and a discussion board, ‘babble’, 
were part of the design. All of this was 
built on open source technology, using 
Action Apps for content management 
delivery. Since then, more than 14,000 
people have registered to join the 
discussions on the dozens of 
moderated topics on the babble board. 
These are moderated by paid and 
volunteer moderators. Over the years, a 
clear code of conduct has been 
developed for users, with the goal of 
fostering constructive dialogue, not 
knee-jerk name calling. Without 
moderation, website comments can 
often drift away from good discussion. 
In 2004, incorporating feedback 
received from a users’ survey, rabble 
began two major initiatives, the ‘rabble 
podcast network’ (rpn) and the ‘rabble 
book lounge’. The technology behind 
the podcast network was developed in-
house (there were no alternatives at the 
time), and the podcast network has 
been an important step in both 
increasing access by content user/
producers, and broadening reach. Now, 
rabble hosts (for free) more than 35 
podcast shows, produced by people 
across Canada, covering topics from 
storytelling to politics to movie 
reviews. Our own flagship show, 
‘rabble radio’, is also broadcast on a 
number of community radio stations 
across the country.  
We are committed to continue to 
develop and promote podcasting as an 
exciting aspect of community radio and 
offer online training in podcast 
development, especially for equity-
seeking groups, and have hosted public 
training courses. Training and support 
for podcasts has been an important 
aspect of increasing the quality of the 
programmes. rabble is now launching a 
volunteer peer-to-peer feedback 
programme where podcasters who sign 
up give each other criticism, comments 
and general feedback on ways to 
improve their shows.  
Launched at the same time as the 
rabble podcast network, the rabble 
book lounge is an independent section 
of the site that includes original 
reviews, book-focused podcasts, book 
event listings, a bookstore with a focus 
on independent Canadian publishers 
and an online book club. The book 
lounge promotes good books and good 
discussion, and provides a source of 
revenue for the site. 
New life
In 2008, rabble will be undergoing a 
complete change in our content 
management software, incorporating 
web 2.0 tools, and at the same time 
expanding the services and options to 
visitors, including new opportunities 
to interact with the site. Over time 
we’ve seen a shift in how users engage 
with the website. While the site hosts 
a homepage, there are several points 
of entry – from the rabble.ca 
homepage itself, babble, the podcast 
network, or the book lounge. Many 
readers arrive at rabble through 
Google searches. The site’s redesign 
will take all of these changes into 
account, finding ways to increase 
traffic between sections of the website. 
Recognizing a further shift in how 
users engage both with media and 
with websites, we have been opening 
up to new ways of bringing rabble to 
the reader. Our most recent expansion 
has been into social media such as 
Second Life (an internet-based virtual 
world) where rabble has a home ‘tree 
house’ on ‘better world island’. Here 
we have hosted book launches and 
discussions with ‘avatars’ (online 
representations of internet users) from 
far and wide. This initiative has been 
largely volunteer run and it remains 
to be seen how much traffic or interest 
the Second Life rabble home will 
generate, but this space is open to be 
shared with other organizations. 
Meanwhile, rabble has also been 
exploring sites such as Flickr, 
YouTube, Facebook and Twitter.
In the redesign rabble will be 
rebuilt, still using open source, but 
with Drupal as a base. The choice is 
political: using open source software 
supports the development and 
distribution of important software for 
public use, not for profit, and 
therefore promotes a more democratic 
exchange of ideas. People and 
organizations that are under-resourced 
can, therefore, still participate in 
internet projects. Financially, it also 
frees us to spend resources on 
adapting the software to meet our 
needs (which is then shared to a wider 
community). The redesign will also 
incorporate a flexibility to experiment 
with various web 2.0 tools. 
Hindsight is perfect
There are few, if any, medium to large 
independent media initiatives in North 
America that do not rely in part on 
foundation or corporate support.  
While rabble received some foundation 
support at start-up, we do not have an 
endowment and depend instead on 
individual and organizational 
donations, partnerships and 
memberships. Recently we have 
attempted to introduce advertising 
onto the site. When rabble launched, as 
with many exciting new non-profit 
initiatives, not enough focus was given 
to long-term financial sustainability. 
One clear example is that advertising 
has been retro-fitted into the design of 
the site. 
We have also had limited success 
with e-commerce. We worked hard to 
create an online store – an eBay of 
sorts for ethical shopping, but simply 
could not compete with large 
corporations. And it has been a similar 
story with the bookstore. While we get 
strong traffic on the book lounge, we 
cannot compete on price with large 
bookstores who sell select books as 
‘loss leaders’ to attract customers, and 
who can get better margins on books. 
Our bookstore now is sustainable as it 
is volunteer run, but the work that 
went into programming Action Apps 
‘The medium of the web allows us to connect to 
social group websites and online initiatives in ways 
that print does not.’ 
iMAgEBROkER 
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for this was significant, and will not be 
recouped.  Again, this is an example of 
how our goals and work demand a 
more flexible platform.
The upcoming redesign will better 
incorporate advertising and also better 
meet the needs of readers, which 
should, in turn, increase our 
membership.  
New horizons and opportunities 
In the last few years there has been a 
significant increase in the range of 
high-quality open source software that 
allows, and encourages, a more social, 
participatory internet experience. From 
social tagging (where people 
collectively select and highlight 
important sites and issues), to 
individual and collective blogging, plus 
sites such as YouTube, Flickr, MySpace 
and Facebook, internet users are 
becoming less passive – they are now 
more willing to respond to and 
comment on content and to contribute 
than before.
Despite a long history of visitor 
involvement, rabble has reached a 
stage where we can take greater 
advantage of web 2.0 tools. With the 
move to Drupal as a content 
management system, we have also 
created a new look for the site to 
increase visitor-driven content and 
interaction, along with the use of 
multimedia such as video and 
slideshows.
Our model is to act as a host and a 
filter; we don’t run simply anything – 
it isn’t an open dumping ground. We 
mix edited content (news articles, 
opinion pieces) with unedited content 
such as podcasts, and soon video. For 
podcasts, however, we do have a 
formal arrangement with all 
contributors covering standards and 
protocols. We are also pursuing 
funding to launch ’rabble local’, where 
we will provide online training as well 
as a platform where local communities 
can report on issues related to their 
area. All of these locations will have a 
space on rabble, and will be merged 
with the general site through items 
such as an ‘editor’s pick’ or through 
podcasts highlighting contributions 
from different shows around the 
country and the world. 
 We see the ‘rabble local’ project as 
more than an exciting citizens’ 
journalism programme. We aim to 
make it a community development 
initiative. Not only will we report news 
and views from different communities 
and match key stories, we will also set 
up discussion groups and project 
software to connect these communities. 
For example, a small town on the east 
coast of Canada might be a ‘rabble 
local’ site and they may be reporting 
on, and involved with, addressing 
issues of homelessness. The same might 
be true of a town on the west coast. 
Not only will we report on these 
connected issues but encourage and 
support these groups to share 
information, strategies and ideas, 
outside of what is printed or produced 
for rabble. 
To support community development 
elsewhere we are exploring hosting an 
‘activist toolkit’ section, where 
community activists can share 
workshop designs, posters, flyers, and 
ideas for free to inspire and support 
others to do community development 
work. This section can be connected to 
our babble discussion board and of 
course may inspire more media 
content, such as videos and podcasts, 
comments and other web 2.0 
journalism. 
Such a model of encouraging a 
direct conversation between citizen 
journalism and citizen activism is 
certainly applicable anywhere the 
internet is available. Web 2.0 tools 
encourage dialogue but training and 
support are also key. Simply depending 
on the technology to create an 
exchange of ideas is not enough. With 
moderators, editors, training, peer-
feedback and multiple ways for people 
to interact with a site, exciting and 
dynamic exchange and content can be 
produced and shared. At rabble.ca we 
are thrilled about the prospects the 
next six years hold. ■
Canada’s Campaign for Press and 
Broadcasting Freedom newspaper data: 
➜ www.presscampaign.org/
circulationdata.html
Journalists Question Media Ownership 
in Canada
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Adapting to change
As the internet has grown so has Kabissa, responding to problems and offering 
solutions to activists and member organizations throughout Africa. 
Tobias Eigen (tobias@kabissa.org) is founder and  
co-executive director of Kabissa (www.kabissa.org)
T en years ago, an activist witnessing a human rights violation in Nigeria 
had few options when it came to 
publicizing her findings to a global 
audience. She could fax a press release, 
make a phone call, send a letter. If she 
were lucky enough to have access to the 
internet, and could afford the exorbitant 
costs of service providers, she could rush 
off an email alert. Few of these activists, 
however, had the kind of immediate, 
unfettered access to the internet that 
their counterparts in rich countries had, 
even though the need for such access 
was arguably much greater. 
Aware that the world wide web had 
tremendous potential to give African 
civil society a global audience, we 
founded Kabissa in 1999. Our idea was 
to help organizations put information 
and communication technologies (ICT) 
to work for the benefit of the people 
they serve. At that time, this meant 
providing accessible, affordable and 
secure website hosting and e-mail 
services. 
The internet transformed the way 
many of these organizations worked. 
Government controlled media, poor 
infrastructure, and a lack of resources 
and training all worked against activists 
and development professionals and 
isolated them from the rest of the world. 
Eager to communicate with each other 
and with the international community, 
Kabissa members embraced email and 
mailing lists in particular from the very 
beginning. WOUGNET, the Women of 
Uganda Network, was an early pioneer, 
actively using its email networks and 
newsletters as early as 2000 to bring 
attention to the work of its members 
and to create connections amongst 
them.
Since then the technology has 
evolved and the needs of African 
organizations have grown. In response, 
Kabissa has adapted and expanded its 
offerings, including running a 
www4mail server for a number of years 
that enables users to request web pages 
by email. A training programme was 
also established, tailored for African 

















ICT through a monthly member 
newsletter and website. Kabissa now 
serves more than 1100 member 
organizations throughout Africa. 
Learning to get online
A shortage of basic internet access has 
been a continuous theme and remains 
a major obstacle. Despite great progress 
over the last decade in the spread of 
internet access points in Africa, the 
vast majority of Kabissa members still 
get online primarily through cyber 
cafés and generally battle with the 
logistics of reliably and consistently 
utilizing internet resources. One result 
of this shortage is that African 
organizations generally are unable to 
effectively use ‘traditional’ domain 
hosting accounts: that is, having a 
dedicated web address to host a 
website, mailboxes and mailing lists. 
Instead, organizations rely on services 
they can easily get through a web 
browser and have largely given up on 
offline e-mail clients, web design 
software, FTP (a method for 
transferring data over the internet) or 
any other tools perceived to be more 
efficient for internet communication. 
This is exemplified by the 
comparatively powerful but largely 
underutilized domain hosting services 
offered on the Kabissa server in favour 
of web-based tools such as Yahoo mail 
and now blogging and social 
networking sites.  
To counteract this lack of capacity, 
the Time To Get Online training 
programme was launched in 2001. 
Organizations needed trained and 
inspired ‘Internet Champions’ to 
motivate decision makers to prioritize 
the internet. They needed 
encouragement to take the steps 
required, at an appropriate pace, to 
connect to the internet and to interact 
with other organizations. More 
planning was also required to develop 
a web presence, and ultimately 
integrate the internet into everything 
the organization does. Time To Get 
Online places a strong emphasis on 
intensive hands-on training workshops 
as well as self-learning through a 
coherent, self-contained manual that 
can be used for training everyone in an 
organization (available in print, as a 
PDF download and on the Kabissa 
wiki). 
Due to the cost involved and broad 
geographical spread of its members, it 
was impracticable for Kabissa to 
directly offer workshops, so local 
training partners throughout Africa 
were recruited and given an intensive 
training-of-trainers programme. These 
partners continue to operate training 
courses to this day and they have been 
very effective. Another valuable 
learning experience, however, has been 
that the workshops remain costly to 
run and have not reached the numbers 
of member organizations that had been 
hoped for. Kabissa has been 
experimenting with various e-learning 
models to spread the benefits of Time 
To Get Online more widely.  
However, many other smaller 
organizations have fallen through the 
cracks: even if they do benefit from 
Time To Get Online they have not come 
far in their strategic use of the internet. 
It appears that a lack of awareness 
remains about what the internet can 
actually do for organizations. They are 
very focused on the day to day 
struggles and as a result are unable to 
invest the time and effort to investigate 
how the internet can help them to 
achieve their mission better. They see 
the internet as something new, perhaps 
threatening, and overall as an 
additional obligation that will increase 
their workload rather than as a tool 
that can help them to improve the 
work they are already doing. 
Internet diplomacy 
While access to the internet has allowed 
African organizations to be more 
effective, their use of the internet is still 
fairly two-dimensional. The speed and 
ease of communication and information 
retrieval is unprecedented, but the needs 
being met are essentially the same as 
they always had been. The arrival of 
web 2.0 over the last two years has 
changed all that. Rather than replicating 
traditional modes of communication at 
a faster rate, web 2.0 provides people 
and organizations that embrace it with 
a multi-faceted presence on the web. 
They are now able to participate in – 
and indeed drive – global conversations 
about social change issues that affect 
them.
In order to bring all these potential 
benefits to its members, Kabissa has 
been working on several web 2.0 
projects to give African organizations a 
greater presence on the internet. The 
organization has launched a new 
interactive site with web 2.0 features 
including blogging and has transformed 
its member database into a fully fledged 
social networking site. Printed ICT 
training materials have also been 
published online as a wiki and this 
autumn, Kabissa will launch a powerful 
new ready-to-use website hosting and 
consulting service.  
But all of these technological 
improvements won’t bring the 
revolutionary social change Kabissa 
seeks without the vibrant member 
community putting them to use. 
Through its Web 2.0 Ambassadors 
project, the organization plans to recruit 
20 key partners throughout Africa who 
are very motivated to serve their local 
communities as well as the larger 
Kabissa community. These ambassadors 
will organize meetings and workshops 
with civil society organizations on the 
local level, keep in daily contact with 
each other through web 2.0 tools, and 
gather for regional face-to-face 
meetings on a regular basis. 
As a result, Kabissa and its partners 
will develop a shared understanding of 
how web 2.0 technologies work in 
Africa, their application to the member 
community, and how they can be used 
by different types of African civil 
society organizations working in 
different environments. Kabissa will 
support its partners in applying these 
lessons to their own organizations, and 
also to the larger community, creating a 
viral spread of tech-activism throughout 
African civil society. ■ 
Related
links
Web 2.0 in African Civil Society 
(available in September 2007) 
➜ www.kabissa.org/wiki/web_2.0/start 
Kabissa 2.0: Strengthening the Social 








Drupal: Open Source Open Source 
Content Management System used by 
Kabissa 
➜ www.drupal.org  
CiviCRM: Open Source Constituency 
Relationship Management Module for 
Drupal used by Kabissa 
➜ www.civicrm.org
DokuWiki: Open Source wiki tool used 
by Kabissa  
➜ http://wiki.splitbrain.org/wiki:
dokuwiki
Human Rights Watch: Blogging 
Resources for activists 
➜ http://hrw.org/blogs.htm 
Global Voices Online Sub-Saharan Africa 
➜ www.globalvoicesonline.org/-/world/
sub-saharan-africa 
Pambazuka News: Blog Roundup and 
Podcasts  
➜ www.pambazuka.org
Media Rights Agenda 
➜ www.mediarightsagenda.org
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Michael Saunby (michael.saunby@metoffice.gov.uk) is unified model team leader 
and Dr Carlo Buontempo (carlo.buontempo@metoffice.gov.uk) is a senior climate 
consultant at the Met Office Hadley Centre in the UK (www.metoffice.gov.uk)
Visit the ICTUpdate website (http://ictupdate.cta.int) to hear an audio interview with 
Michael Saunby and Dr Buontempo.
In many parts of the world agricultural systems are based largely on tradition. 
Farmers have been able to rely on the 
methods used by their forefathers 
because the climate has been the same 
for centuries. But as the climate changes, 
how robust will those systems continue 
to be?’ Carlo Buontempo, senior climate 
consultant at the Met Office Hadley 
Centre in the UK, emphasizes that it is 
no longer a question of whether the 
climate will change, because certain 
processes can no longer be prevented. 
Temperatures will increase, sea levels 
will rise, and both will alter how farmers 
are able to use the land worldwide in the 
years to come. 
‘It’s important,’ adds Buontempo, ‘to 
provide other tools to help farmers 
move from traditional agricultural 
systems, relying on historical 
information, and to adopt new practices 
based on data and our understanding of 
the climate system.’ 
This may sound somewhat alarmist, 
but there is room for optimism. Climate 
researchers at the Hadley Centre are 
using supercomputers to produce 
models of likely weather patterns across 
the entire planet. This information could 
be useful for planning responses to the 
future impacts of climate change. 
Climate research unified model team 
manager, Michael Saunby, also of the 
Hadley Centre, explains: ‘For once we’re 
getting a long-term warning, something 
that hasn’t been achieved in other areas 
of natural disaster science, such as with 
earthquakes or volcanoes. The science 
of climate change is developing rapidly, 
and if we can try and make the 
evidence of it part of people’s lives then, 
as the changes occur, they won’t be hit 
with sudden disastrous effects.’
To be able to provide such relevant 
information, says Michael Saunby, 
A climate mashup
means that the work of the Hadley 
Centre, and that of other weather 
services, will have to change. ‘So far, we 
have tried to warn people about 
something that will happen tomorrow 
or the day after,’ he says.  ‘But now we 
can talk about things that are going to 
happen years into the future. That 
information will help people decide far 
more than whether they should arrange 
a picnic at the weekend, but whether it’s 
sensible to build new houses in a 
particular area, or if roads will have to 
take different routes, and even if 
different technologies will have to be 
used. Changes in temperature and 
rainfall, for example, could mean that 
in some places the materials used to 
build homes, roads and railway tracks 
will have to change to withstand those 
long-term effects.’
Combining sources
Web 2.0 could provide an opportunity 
to make that information part of 
people’s lives. Government departments, 
international agencies and even local 
NGOs will be able to take the 
information provided by weather 
centres and combine it with local data 
that organizations are already 
collecting. ‘Tools such as wikis, mashups 
and blogs provide other means whereby 
people can examine and make use of 
the information we generate,’ says 
Saunby. ‘The particular tool that I’m 
working on at the moment, although it’s 
still experimental, looks at the impacts 
of climate change on certain areas, 
along with seasonal weather forecasts 
that look six months into the future. 
These weather details can then be 
merged – mashed up –  with other web 
2.0 tools such as Google Maps or blogs 
to produce local maps showing, for 
example, how the risk of flooding may 
increase in the future.’
Such maps could provide planners 
with valuable information on where to 
build new roads or houses. They could 
also give farmers a better idea of where 
to plant next season’s crops or how best 
to irrigate their fields. ‘I don’t know 
what the ultimate outcome of this work 
will be,’ admits Saunby, ‘but that’s one 
of the reasons for doing it. If I knew 
what could be produced I would just do 
it myself.’ He hopes others will be able to 
combine climate data, using web 2.0 
tools, with details from development 
organizations, such as regional 
distribution of crop types or other land 
use. This information could then be 
made available to other interested 
institutions and may even be useful if 
fed back to the climate scientists to 
further their research. 
Michael Saunby is convinced that the 
new generation of internet tools can 
help to make climate data relevant to 
ordinary people. Farming communities, 
for example, can now access all the 
information they need to plan how best 
to use their land. ‘Web 2.0 will allow 
those who will be affected by the 
changes to our planet to engage with 
decision makers, and with each other, 
and to come to a shared understanding. 
It’s important that everyone – including 
the millions of people in developing 
countries who will be the most severely 
affected – has the opportunity to engage 
in what happens next. Web 2.0 provides 
some really useful tools for doing just 
that.’ ■
‘
Combining data from specialized sources and 



























David Barnard (dbarnard@sangonet.org.za) is executive 
director of SANGONeT (www.sangonet.org.za)
Linking civil society
It started with two floppy disks smuggled into South Africa in 
the late 1980s. Today it continues to play a major role in 
promoting ICT in Southern Africa and now SANGONeT is 
looking to the future. 
I nitially known as Worknet, with trade union connections, the history 
of SANGONeT is closely linked to the 
social and political changes experienced 
by South Africa in the last two decades. 
As we celebrate our first 20 years, it is 
important to reflect on the challenges 
and opportunities that lie ahead. In the 
past few years we have made various 
strategic changes to the operational 
focus and organizational structure. A 
number of old ICT products and services 
were phased out, our methods of 
delivering information changed and 
new initiatives were conceptualized and 
implemented.
The introduction and integration of 
ICTs represents huge opportunities, as 
well as challenges, in the process of 
transforming and strengthening the 
South African NGO sector. Internet 
usage in the country has quadrupled in 
the past few years. Unfortunately, that 
still means only 3 million people, just 
8% of the population, have access to the 
web. This is mainly a result of high 
telecommunication costs and bandwidth 
limitations. The situation will hopefully 
improve in the next few years given 
significant growth in mobile phone 
usage and the introduction of 
competition with fixed telephone lines.
Given the reach of the internet, local 
NGOs should actively participate in 
global discussions and debates - and 
more importantly, influencing the 
international development agenda. 
Indeed, the internet heralds a strategic 
opportunity for the future of NGOs as it 
provides an efficient way to channel 
information about their activities and 
engage with constituencies, including 
donors, government, the private sector, 
general public and community partners. 
New developments in ICT, 
characterized by web 2.0 and social 
networking tools in particular, are 
changing the way in which people and 
organizations communicate, share 
information, network, and mobilize in 
support of issues of common concern. 
These tools present NGOs with exciting 
new opportunities to raise awareness 
about their work, connect with a wide 
range of individual and institutional 
donors, raise money and find 
volunteers, both locally and 
internationally. Despite the benefits, 
however, it is still a huge challenge for 
many organizations to adopt and apply 
these tools. With approximately 
100,000 non-profit organizations 
operating in South Africa, only a small 
percentage are equipped with the 
necessary ICT skills and expertise 
required to support their work. As such, 
SANGONeT’s future activities will be 
geared towards increasing its impact on 
the ICT uptake in the South African, 
and the broader Southern African NGO 
sector. 
Improving connections
The emphasis will be on brokering a 
wide range of affordable and relevant 
ICT solutions for NGOs in conjunction 
with private sector ICT service 
providers. This is already happening 
through the SANGOTeCH technology 
donation portal which gives NGOs the 
chance to buy software at lower prices. 
We will expand our range of 
information services through our NGO 
portal and deepen our knowledge of 
ICT trends and changes in the NGO 
sector through the annual ‘State of 
ICTs in the South African NGO Sector’ 
research project. SANGONeT also raises 
awareness to the potential of the 
internet for NGOs and promoted good 
web design and application 
development through the annual South 
African NGO web awards, while the 
‘ICTs for Civil Society’ conference and 
the ongoing Thetha ICT discussion 
forums means we continue our 
advocacy work and maintain our links 
with the sector.
We will therefore continue to use 
both on- and offline methods to 
achieve our strategic objective of 
enhancing the role and impact of the 
internet in the NGO sector. An example 
of this is the three-year civic 
journalism project that we implement 
in conjunction with the Dutch donor 
agency, Hivos, in six African countries. 
The specific objective of the project is 
to improve the technical and 
journalistic skills of selected African 
NGOs. By using a mixture of 
traditional and digital media together 
with journalistic professionalism the 
democratic processes are supported and 
a diverse and independent media is 
encouraged.
Increasingly, most of SANGONeT’s 
activities will be expanded to include 
other parts of Southern Africa. Many 
of the ICT and sustainability issues 
facing South African NGOs correlate 
with the challenges and opportunities 
facing similar organizations in 
neighbouring countries. Southern 
Africa is still confronted with many 
challenges associated with the ‘digital 
divide’. This situation impacts on the 
development of the region and its 
competitiveness in the global business 
environment. The cost of 
telecommunications and the lack of 
political will in many countries to 
introduce changes in the ICT 
environment continue to be major 
obstacles to creating an ‘information 
society’ in the region that will benefit 
all its inhabitants.
Our organization is at a very 
important juncture in its history and 
evolution. The first twenty years have 
come and gone. Many challenges 
remain to build up and expand our 
core ICT activities, and to do justice to 
our mission and vision. SANGONeT’s 
response over the next few years will 
ultimately ensure its continued 
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Andrew Keen (ak@aftertv.com) 
is an author, broadcaster and 
founder of Audiocafe.com. His 
latest book is called Cult of the 
Amateur: How the Internet is 
killing our culture. He also has 
his own blog: The Great 
Seduction (http://andrewkeen.
typepad.com)
Getting a fair share
Can web 2.0 be useful for organizations 
working with farming communities?
➜ Definitely. Web 2.0 gives NGOs a 
tremendous opportunity, not only to 
spread their wisdom, but to use the 
information and intelligence of their 
participants to build interesting, reliable 
and intellectually rich communities for 
farmers. It needs to be done in a 
structured manner though, and there 
needs to be some kind of accountability. 
The thing that concerns me most is 
anonymity. If an NGO was able to 
establish a social network which forced 
people to reveal who they were and had 
professional gatekeepers to make sure 
that people weren’t using it to pursue 
their own agendas, then I think it would 
be great. 
Web 2.0 is also a good way for farmers to 
educate the world about their challenges. 
Most people in the West know nothing 
about the challenges of farmers in the 
developing world. The mainstream media 
does quite a good job reporting on wars 
and other big stories but they don’t tend 
to concentrate on the challenges of poor 
farmers so it’s also a great way to get 
their story out. But again it needs to be 
done using credible resources instead of 
throwing up blogs where you’re never 
quite sure who’s really authoring it. I think 
anonymity is the curse of web 2.0.
Why is anonymity so bad?
➜ The problem with web 2.0 is that it 
undermines the authority of the experts. 
You can never be quite sure who or what 
to believe. Let’s say that a farmer wants to 
look something up on Wikipedia, on one 
level that’s good because he doesn’t have 
to pay for it, but on another level the 
information is very unreliable. From a 
farmer’s point of view, if they want 
reliable and objective information, then 
my advice would be that they are much 
better off relying on traditional sources. 
That doesn’t mean the web is bad. But the 
website has to be properly mediated and 
managed by professional editorial staff, 
people who are paid and are not 
anonymous, and who have some degree of 
credibility and accountability. 
I actually think that for the less well 
educated web 2.0 is much worse than for 
the educated because the educated know 
their way around the media, they know 
when to be sceptical and how to read 
through the media. They know that a lot 
of blogs are not really authored by the 
people who claim to be authoring them 
and that they are, by definition, biased 
and not grounded in objectively verifiable 
fact. I think for the farmer who is 
accessing the world wide web for the first 
time, I personally, would much prefer that 
they accessed a website that was 
professionally authored than authored 
anonymously by amateurs.
One advantage of web 2.0 is that 
others can add and share information in 
a collective space, but do NGOs need to 
be careful where that information 
comes from?
➜ I think so. Much of the work an NGO 
does can be political. The issues for 
farmers in Zimbabwe, for example, are by 
definition deeply political. Anonymity is 
probably necessary for that type of 
network. If you are going to criticize the 
government in Zimbabwe you probably 
can’t do it if you reveal your name, and 
the same is true in much of Africa where 
agriculture is often political. Some of the 
farming sectors in these countries are very 
poorly managed by politicians, there may 
be a great deal of corruption, plus 
Western governments and companies may 
have their hand in the ‘exploitation’ of the 
situation. So sometimes it is the 
responsibility of the NGOs to protect the 
identity of the farmer. 
Who’s to stop members of the Robert 
Mugabe government, for example, from 
writing on an NGOs website: ‘I live in the 
Zimbabwean countryside and I think it’s a 
wonderful government and I’ve never been 
so happy’. It’s not hard for these thugs, 
who are so focused on PR and getting 
away with murder - both literally and 
metaphorically - to use these open 
networks for their own advantage. Again, 
that’s why you need filters. And that’s a 
challenge for an NGO. How are they 
supposed to know that the person 
infiltrating their blog is a genuine farmer or 
the government? I don’t see how they can. 
This is not paranoia or scaremongering, 
this is real?
➜ Absolutely. There have been cases in 
China where Yahoo gave away the identity 
of bloggers using their system. It’s not 
inconceivable that the government or 
security services can actually find out how 
you are using the internet. The internet 
has no real security, it’s always possible to 
trace what you’re doing back to your 
computer or your web account. 
There are many free services available 
on the web now, offering word 
processing, spreadsheet and email 
applications, which remove the need to 
install software. Can these be useful for 
small organizations?
➜ They can be very useful on some levels 
but people need to understand that with, 
for example, Gmail and Google [who 
provide Gmail], that it is not a charity. 
Google is a for-profit company and they 
make money out of it, often through 
advertising. If you use Google as a free 
search engine you are also making 
yourself vulnerable to Google advertising. 
If you use Google email often that will 
come with advertising and, of course, 
Google maintains all the information 















can personalize that advertising. Google is 
a good example of how nothing is really 
free. People think it’s for free but it’s 
costing someone somewhere, and often 
many of us everywhere.
It may sound a little patronizing but my 
sense is that when people aren’t that well 
acquainted with the internet they are more 
likely to be vulnerable to advertising. That’s 
what concerns me about the $100 laptop. 
How are kids going to react to pornography 
or gambling adverts? The less well 
educated and the less experienced in this 
media tend to be more vulnerable. The 
problem with some of these services is that 
they are seductive. They give you all this, 
but if you read the fine print in terms of 
privacy and in terms of access to you 
information then you would have second 
thoughts.
It’s not that I don’t trust Google, I don’t 
think they are bad people by nature, I think 
they are a little bit intoxicated by their own 
importance and goodness that I would 
encourage people to be a little wary of 
them. They’re not quite as good as they 
seem. It’s important to remember that all 
these services, Google, Yahoo, Microsoft, 
are making money out of ‘giving away’ 
their information.
If nothing is for free, how do people and 
organizations end up paying?
➜ Someone has to pay. No media is free. 
Someone is paying for backbone, someone 
is paying for the tools, accessing the tools, 
someone is paying to host the website. 
None of it is really free and rural communi-
ties need to understand that too. Even if 
it’s free for them to access and post, 
someone is paying somewhere. Then you 
have to ask, why are they paying? Are they 
genuine NGOs or do they have particular 
agendas of their own?
How can people and organizations better 
protect themselves?
➜ NGOs need to licence some of the 
‘Web	2.0	provides	a	great	opportunity	for	NGOs	to	become	even	more	
intimate	with	their	target	audience.’
online software to be able to provide rural 
communities with what they need and 
provide the security that they need too. 
There’s so much good stuff out there. Web 
2.0 has remarkable tools and they’re only 
going to get better but I think it takes the 
NGOs and people who understand the 
challenges of rural development to get 
their hands on this stuff and shape it 
according to their needs and interests and 
to protect them as well.
Web 2.0 offers tremendous excitement and 
potential for developing communities and 
NGOs but they have to understand that 
there are consequences and there will be 
casualties of this revolution that they need 
to protect, professional editors, for 
example. In many ways web 2.0 needs 
professional editors to make sure people 
are asking and answering the right 
questions, building the appropriate 
infrastructure on the website. Web 2.0 
doesn’t do away with the expertise, I think 
it raises new demands and new kinds of 
expertise. I’m very optimistic about the 
use of web 2.0 in the developing world. 
Web 2.0 provides a great opportunity for 
NGOs to become even more intimate with 
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